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This paper discusses observations made over one semester of a university first-year academic 
discussion class. It focuses on a “difficult” class that initially demonstrated a low level of 
engagement during the lesson and struggled to participate consistently, and addresses such issues 
as demotivation and low-motivation and poor group dynamics. Based on the notes from a teaching 
journal, this paper provides an outline of group development describing formation, transition, and 




As part of ongoing professional development, first-year instructors of English Discussion Class 
(EDC) at Rikkyo University observe students with the use of teaching journals. Farrell (2007) 
refers to teaching journals as a powerful reflective tool and “problem-solving device” that helps 
teachers “think about their work […] and see new teaching ideas” (p. 108). In order to get more 
information to reflect on, I started writing journal entries from the first week in a 14-week semester. 
The detailed entries were made for each class with the focus on students’ behaviour, engagement 
during the lesson and their reaction to the activities. Later on, the entries were reorganised 
according to Dörnyei and Murphy’s system of group development in learner groups that suggests 
four stages: group formation, transition, performing, and dissolution (2009). 
 Shortly after starting working on my teaching journal, I immediately identified two groups 
that seemed to be difficult from my perspective. Both groups were pre-intermediate level. The 
group that was chosen for this project consisted of eight students all majoring in Economics. Table 
1 represents the list of group members stating their gender and a brief description of behaviours 
observed in weeks 1-4 focusing on issues identified and possible group roles performed by 
particular students according to Dörnyei and Murphy’s typology (2009). It is important to stress 
that the information provided in the Initial behaviour column is based solely on my perception. 
 
Table 1. An Overview of the Target Group 
 
Student Gender Initial behaviour 
Student Y Male Somewhat motivated, active, assertive, strong personality (possible 
informal leader) 
Student H Male Demotivated, assertive, strong personality (possible informal 
leader), unserious attitude (clown type) 
Student Rt Male Low motivation, assertive, somewhat, unserious attitude (clown 
type) 
Student Rs Male Low motivation, passive, unassertive 
Student St Male Low motivation, assertive, unserious attitude (clown type) 
Student Sg Male Low motivation, somewhat assertive, somewhat unserious attitude 
(somewhat clown type) 
Student A Male Somewhat motivated, unassertive 
Student K Female Demotivated, passive, unassertive 
 
 As Table 1 shows, the group is gender-unbalanced, and this factor, in my opinion, 
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influenced the group dynamics heavily. Previous research conducted in the same teaching context 
found that in all-male discussion groups, men tend to use communication to assert dominance 
(Buck, 2014), which seemed to be the case with this group judging from the initial observation of 
male students’ behaviour. 
 Apart from the issue of poor group dynamics and gender unbalance, I faced other challenges, 
i.e., lack of engagement, which can be a sign of low motivation (or, in cases of some particular 
students, demotivation), and unserious attitudes. Kikuchi (2015) defines demotivation as a state 
that is resulted by the influence of demotivators, “the specific internal and external forces that 
reduce or diminish the motivational basis of a behavioural intention or an ongoing action” (p. 4). 
He further offers a list of six types of demotivators: teachers, characteristics of classes, experiences 
of failure, class environment, class materials, and learner interests (p. 8). I found the class 
environment and learner interests being especially relevant to this class since EDC is a compulsory 
course. Another factor that influenced their motivation could be that, as described in Kelly (2005), 
“for Japanese students, once an instrumental goal, for example, passing an entrance exam is 
achieved, motivation quickly dwindles” (p. 40). 
 However, class cohesiveness, motivation, and attitude go hand in hand. Dörnyei and 
Murphy’s (2009) teaching task matrix illustrates the tasks that are necessary for fostering 
cohesiveness, outlines in Table 2 below. 
 
Table 2. Murphy’s (2009) Teaching Task Matrix 
 
 URGENT NOT URGENT 
IMPORTANT 
(Space 1) 
Using discipline and control 
strategies (controlling 
distracting students and 
stopping arguments) 
Finding short-term solutions 
‘Fast food’ class preparation 









They argue that “the more time we invest in the Important/Not Urgent activities, less we need to 
worry about crisis management” (Dörnyei & Murphy, 2009, p. 10). In other words, such activities 
as engendering motivation and community/group building (including establishing rapport) result 
in higher group cohesiveness and better attitude. Therefore, my action plan was to raise this 




Since the focus of my journaling project was on group dynamics to the same extent as motivation, 
I feel it is necessary to include notes before week 5 as well to fully illustrate the group development. 
 Weeks 1-2 can be identified as a group formation stage (Dörnyei & Murphy, 2009). In week 
1, students went quickly through the activities and struggled to keep communicating until the time 
was up. Students St, Rt and H got distracted from discussions easily, went off-topic, and made 
jokes and unrelated comments. Student K hardly spoke at all. Students Sg and Rs seemed to be 
affected by Students St, Rt and H behaviour; however, when grouped with Students Y, K, or A, 
they seemed more focused and provided more meaningful content. In week 2, they were more 
attentive and listened to me. However, I did not manage to make them use the target phrases, and 
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no visual prompts (cards and a poster) helped. Overall, in this stage, students seemed to be not 
particularly interested in working together, with some exceptions. They would finish all speaking 
tasks within two minutes and would be reluctant to communicate for the rest of the time. When 
asked to keep communicating, they would express an apparent unwillingness to act on my 
feedback judging from their facial expressions and sighs. Discussions were full of pauses and were 
unbalanced due to students K and Rs passiveness (especially student K). This made me feel 
cautious since, according to Dörnyei and Ehrman (1998, “a poorly functioning group can result in 
apathy” and “inefficient learning” (p. 5). 
 Weeks 3-4 showed clear features of a transition stage (Dörnyei & Murphy, 2009) resulting 
in some minor conflicts. For example, an incident between Student H and Student K occurred in 
week 3 influencing the whole discussion group which consisted, apart from Students H and K, of 
Students Sg and Y. Student H commented on Student K’s appearance saying she was cute and 
touched her hair. Student K did not seem offended, though, and reacted by rolling her eyes and 
saying maji (“Really?”) in Japanese. Student Sg supported Student H’s comment but tried to get 
back to the topic of discussion. Student K supported his action by providing more content. 
However, they did not succeed in getting back to the discussion, and Student H did not seem to be 
willing to go back to it. Finally, Student Y, who by that time had already become an informal 
leader, intervened in the conflict by changing the topic to a new one using one of the target phrases. 
Generally, during these two weeks, students H, Rt, St, and Sg were more focused on asserting their 
status than performing proper discussions as evidenced by a seeming competition in making jokes, 
and students Rs and Sg were still in search of their place in the group. Students A, K, and Y did 
not demonstrate any noticeable behaviour change. 
 However, from week 5, some features of the performing stage were observed. Student H 
became more focused and started using the functional language more actively. He and Students Y 
and Sg started helping Student K to speak more: they addressed her directly by asking her opinion 
and waited patiently while she was trying to express it. In the consecutive weeks, these patterns 
got stronger. Student H demonstrated consistent involvement in the learning process and seemed 
to have a higher motivation than he did in weeks 1-3. All students (including Students K and Rs) 
spoke more than they did at the beginning of the course, and managed to keep the conversation 
going before the timer beeped. Group discussions had fewer pauses and were smoother. Another 
change deserving attention happened in the interaction between two informal leaders, Student Y 
and Student H, who formerly had many minor misunderstandings and never made attempts to talk 
over them. In week 10, Student H did not let Student Y finish his thought. During group feedback, 
Student Y asked Student H calmly why he did not let him finish his speaking turn. Student H 
replied in the same calm and friendly manner that it seemed unrelated to the topic, and Student Sg, 
who also was in the group, supported him. Student Y argued that even if it seemed unrelated, it 
was interesting, and it would not take much time to share it. I commented on this by saying that it 
would be polite to let others finish their speaking turns, and Student Y agreed. Student H nodded 
and apologized. In this situation, both Students Y and H demonstrated the ability to discuss issues 
maturely. They were able to cooperate effectively in the following lessons and seemed to enjoy 
working as a pair. 
 Generally, since week 5, only positive changes were observed, and almost all students 
demonstrated a higher level of motivation than they did at the beginning accompanied by higher 
willingness to communicate and ability to perform tasks effectively (e.g., higher FL use, higher 
goal achievement, and better awareness of weak areas). It is possible to conclude that they finally 
became a performing group, which is, according to Dörnyei and Murphy (2009), “the balanced, 
cohesive group in action, doing what it has been set up for” (p. 54). 
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Strategies used to enhance motivation 
As mentioned above, my action plan was to influence group development via using various 
motivational strategies to bring the group to the performing stage and ensure that they could 
progress successfully. I divide the strategies I implemented to enhance students’ motivation into 
two categories: emotional and instrumental strategies. 
 Emotional strategies included maintaining enthusiasm, using praise and recognising 
students’ individual efforts, and being myself and shaping an image of a person rather than a 
teacher. Thompson (2007, as cited in Harmer, 2015), Hamada (2014, as cited in Kikuchi, 2015), 
and Dörnyei and Ushioda (2011, as cited in Kikuchi, 2015) agree that enthusiastic teaching is one 
of the most effective strategies to prevent demotivation. Moreover, Dörnyei (2001a) notes that 
“the nature of the teacher’s own enthusiasm and commitment” (p. 3) is tightly linked to students’ 
motivation. In an observation video recorded during week 3, most students appeared to be 
unengaged, especially Student H, whose posture seemed to signal boredom and a rather low level 
of motivation. However, despite feeling somewhat discouraged by students’ behaviour, I 
acknowledged the fact that it was too early to give up. I felt these students had a potential to 
achieve better results and I maintained my enthusiasm. 
 I started focusing more on positive behaviour than negative one and praised students for it. 
Dörnyei and Murphy (2009) note that praise and recognition of students’ individual efforts are 
effective ways to build rapport with students and motivate them. Student H’s reaction to praise 
was straightforward, and he seemed happy: he smiled at me and gave a proud look at his group 
members. Other students reacted less openly, but most of them seemed to like being praised (or at 
least satisfied with praise, in Student Y’s case). Furthermore, I stopped commenting on negative 
behaviour (something I used to do in weeks 1-3) and provided work-focused feedback instead. 
Scrivener (2012) argues that with this way, “attention-seeking students learn that the only way to 
get their teacher’s attention is through their work” (p. 233), and it seemed to be the case with 
Students H, Rt and St. 
 Finally, I started sharing my ideas on the topic sometimes when students struggled in order 
to give them more to think about and implement the third strategy mentioned above. For example, 
in week 8, Students Sg and Rt were discussing the importance of career for men and women, and 
when they paused, I said what I thought of it. They reacted actively and started discussing what I 
said. I heard later how Student Rt reported my idea in the discussion. Scrivener (2012) notes that 
talking with (rather than at) students is a good way to become more authentic and, as a result, to 
build better rapport with students and encourage them. I followed this guideline when giving 
feedback on their work, helping them with extra ideas, or simply explaining words they did not 
understand. Students responded well; they started listening to me much more actively and 
attentively from week 5 and started asking questions when they needed help. I also noticed that 
some students started copying those actions of other students I marked as ‘good’. For example, 
Student H asked a comparison question, and I said it was very good. Shortly after that, I heard 
Student St, who was in the same group, asking another comparison question. Such a pattern 
occurred regularly starting from week 8. 
 Instrumental strategies I used were aimed at implementing minimal learner autonomy, 
competitive activities, and appropriate level adjustments. Dörnyei (2001b) claims that the use of 
strategies aimed at promoting learner autonomy can have a great impact on motivation. In week 
1, I introduced a self-reflective feedback activity followed by goal setting. After Discussion 1 (D1), 
students did self-reflective feedback and identified one weak area they would like to improve in a 
subsequent Discussion 2 (D2). Over the course of five weeks, the rate of goal achievement 
remained low. However, from week 5 it seemed to be slowly improving. In weeks 7-9, the rate 
was at its peak and dropped again in week 10 perhaps due to the increased cognitive load as 
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students proceeded further in the course and learned more target language. However, the activity 
had a positive impact on students’ performance in D2 and motivated them to use more functions. 
Another example of promoting learner autonomy was to offer students choosing topics for a 
practice activity in week 8 (they responded positively; Student H even commented that it was fun) 
and deciding which task they wanted to do in a practice stage in week 12. 
 Competitive activities included the use of target language cards (weeks 3-4, 6-7 and 10-11), 
bingo sheets (weeks 8 and 12) and o-hajiki (glass stones) (weeks 9 and 13) to let students keep 
track on target language use. According to my observations, male students in the observed class 
appeared to be more competitive. All male students (Students A and Rs to a lesser extent) seemed 
to be motivated by these activities and used the target language actively. 
 Adjusting materials according to each group’s level was another important step towards 
higher student satisfaction, which more possibly led to higher motivation. In weeks 1-4 students 
appeared somewhat frustrated with verbal explanations. They often looked confused and asked 
each other for additional explanations. In week 5, I introduced handouts with bilingual task 
instructions, and this strategy got a positive response from the students and decreased the level of 
nervousness and confusion. I also simplified some discussion preparation tasks that, in my opinion, 
had too many complicated words (i.e., weeks 10-12). Finally, I let students use their L1 when 
preparing for the activity, i.e. when having a confirmation metatalk, which is considered to be one 
of the positive ways to employ L1 for the effective English learning process (Brooks and Donato 
1994, as cited in Hartley 2017). 
 Overall, the motivational strategies I employed when teaching this group had a positive 
impact on group dynamics and group performance. Student H’s progress and his transformation 
from a bored and demotivated student to the one of the most active and high-score learner was 
especially striking. Even though their use of functional language was still somewhat lower than I 
would prefer, positive changes in students’ behaviour, attitude, and engagement were observed, 
and likely contributed to group development and cohesiveness. 
 
CONCLUSION 
I have provided an outline of the development of a gender-imbalanced group consisting of students 
I observed to be low-motivated and demotivated. In thirteen weeks, they appeared to achieve 
greater cohesiveness, a higher level of engagement and motivation, and a better performance with 
regard to meeting lesson aims. I have also discussed various motivational strategies I used to 
influence their motivation and group dynamics. Considering these observations, and taking into 
account Dörnyei’s research on motivation (1998; 2001a; 2001b; 2003), it is possible to claim that 
the following strategies can be used to influence students’ performance and group cohesiveness. 
 Firstly, instructors can concentrate on rapport building by maintaining enthusiasm and 
recognising students’ individual efforts and providing meaningful and appropriate praise. 
Secondly, instructors may include the elements of learner autonomy and competition, especially 
in mostly or all-male classes. In the case of teaching low-level classes, teachers should consider 
introducing level-appropriate tasks as well as some positive ways to employ the students’ L1 in 
order to diminish the stress that low-level students might have due to exposure to an L2-only 
environment. 
 For further research, the effectiveness of self-reflective sheets and their influence on 
students’ performance in a lesson-final discussion can be addressed more closely. Some other 
potential research topics might include individual goal setting as a way to increase learner 
autonomy and group goal setting as a way to reach higher group unity. Another question that arose 
from my observations is the effect of the teacher’s gender on rapport-building. Would it be easier 
for me to influence students’ behaviour and attitude if I was a male? Do female teachers face more 
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difficulties when teaching students with behaviour and attitude issues? I intend to explore these 
aspects in future research. 
 
REFERENCES 
Buck, J. (2014). ‘You didn’t answer my question!’ – Issues in Performance of All-Male EDC 
Classes. New Directions in Teaching and Learning English Discussion, 2, 46–51. 
Dörnyei, Z. (2001a). Teaching and researching motivation. Essex, UK: Pearson. 
Dörnyei, Z. (2001b). Motivational strategies in the language classroom. Cambridge, UK: 
Cambridge University Press. 
Dörnyei, Z. & Ehrman, M. E. (1998). Interpersonal dynamics in second language education. 
The visible and invisible classroom. Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE Publications. 
Dörnyei, Z. & Murphy, T. (2003). Group dynamics in the language classroom. Cambridge, UK: 
Cambridge University Press. 
Farrell, T. S. C. (2007). Reflective language teaching. From research to practice. New York, NY: 
Continuum. 
Harmer, J. (2015). The Practice of English Language Teaching. London, UK: Pearson. 
Hartley, M. (2017). Motivating the unmotivated: Classroom management and motivation in 
English discussion class. New Directions in Teaching and Learning English 
Discussion, 5, 15–20. 
Kelly, M. (2005). Motivation, the Japanese freshman university student and foreign language 
acquisition. JALT Hokkaido Journal, 9, 32–47. 
Kikuchi, K. (2015). Demotivation in Second Language Acquisition. Insights from Japan. Bristol, 
UK: Multilingual Matters. 
Scrivener, J. (2012). Classroom management techniques. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge 
University Press. 
 
